Why is preschool TAP DANCE so important to my child’s growth and development?
Did you know that BOYS establish their learning systems of brain patterning up to the age of 6, when these patterns become set for learning throughout life?  And, did you know that GIRLS develop these patterns up to the age of 8?  By providing your child with dance classes at a preschool age and into elementary school, the stages of brain integration pattern development can be optimized by assisting with establishing an increased number of learning patterns used by your child.  Math and science here we come…

Where should we begin and what style of dance would be most beneficial?

The foremost style of dance that will begin this pattern development is TAP dancing.  When a child’s foot touches the floor in different rhythmic patterns they are able to stimulate basic reflexes in the body which set permanent movement patterns later in life, while the rhythmic nature of the movement begins the brain integration pattern development.  
For example, a “paddle and roll” or “paradiddle” is a simple warm up we have nicknamed “peanut butter” or “watermelon” as the child digs his heel into the floor, brushes the ball of the foot back, steps on the ball of the foot and then drops the heel to the floor.  This dance pattern stimulates the bodies reflexes for grounding, centering, stability and balance.  
The Grounding Reflex is important for how the child connects with the ground while standing, walking or running.  A full connection through the foot means that these tasks can be completed with ease of movement and without falling or tripping.  For a child that has trouble focusing on a task, or who has trouble understanding where his body is in space, the floor can be found and the mind can be brought to task.  
The Stability Reflex is stimulated when the dancer walks forward with a candy smasher (heel dig and then a toe drop), or backward with a toe dig and a heel drop.  These steps can be executed in any direction, but the transfer of the weight from one foot to the other with a change of direction for movement, helps the body to stabilize where it is in space and to stay Centered.

The Centering Reflex works in a similar way.  As the body is shifting weight and the hands are utilized for balancing, the body is challenging the innate ability to stay centered in the body for efficient movement.  Dance steps that open the arms out and cross, or in opposition help with this centering mechanism.  Tapping in a free style of movement allows the body to challenge its centeredness and to return to a base position with full balance.
The Gravity Reflex is challenged in tap as the dancer hops, leaps or steps from foot to foot while executing specific foot patterns.  This constant change in position and the use of the foot allows the gravity reflex to orient itself in connection to the ground.

Integrated Whole Learning begins when the dancer is learning to build rhythms with his body and while singing.  It is the whole body approach to learning that allows the child to put new experiences into his body with as much body involvement as possible.  In tap dancing we can ask the child to sing nursery rhymes while tapping them,  or clap and sing rhythms and match their feet to the pattern.  This helps establish patterns of learning to be connected to rhythmic patterns of hearing and vocalizing.  A preschool dancer is in a desired state of whole body learning already, and tap just helps to accentuate this.  Many children do this instinctively in their play when they put on music and sing and dance on their own, twirling and making fancy foot noises with their shoes.

Up to the age of 5 children respond naturally to learning with emotions, spontaneous movement and involuntary reaction.  They observe and react, or feel and react.  As they process their learning and develop their skill level, they become more aware of the rhythmic process in their body which began even before natural reflexes.  Therefore, as a child learns to crawl, then walk, there are rhythmic processes in motion; and as they develop language and understand their emotions, they are open to new experiences and feelings.  Dance and movement provides your child with the opportunity to explore new movement ideas while enhancing learning utilizing sound and rhythm. Through play and storytelling children can freely explore their imaginative tendencies and further enhance their learning processes.  Ballet and creative movement are important here for complete movement and story telling with the body.   Specific unnatural isolated movements at this time can fragment the learning and challenge the body to move not in an innate way.
After the age of 5 children respond to learning through the mechanism of social development.  That is, they react indirectly to controlled processes and emotions, and controlled movements.  Dance for this age group allows children to continue to learn with natural development integrated with social development.  It is with the use of movement and music that long term memory can be secured and enhanced.  Through dance the body, the mind, the rhythm and the voice can all be activated to carry out a complete experience to remember.  Most importantly, it is with the addition of movement and vocal that the body will be able to respond to new stimuli and process it within both the body and the brain in an integrated and whole fashion.  In dance class with tap, ballet, musical theatre etc. you see the use of voice with movement when we sing rhythms, clap, sing songs, act out stories and use puppets and props. As more intricate dance steps are introduced the body adapts with its innate movement ideals as it maintains a whole body integrated approach to movement and learning.
Movement and music can help set the learning pace for children.  Some learning rhythms within children can be slow, some can be fast, each child must find his own rhythm and allow it to proceed as needed.  Music and movement assists this process within the body, and allows the child to understand what is comfortable for them and how moving their body helps to reduce stress related to learning.  Tap dancing can assist this rhythm development as the child learns more patterns and rhythms and is challenged to perform them with more speed and accuracy.  Once again, rhythm based learning can reduce the stress, accentuate the whole body learning approach and set brain patterns for learning that will increase the child’s ability to learn and reprocess the new information.
Many parents try to expose their children to different experiences at an early age (music, gymnastics, scouts, karate, swimming, hockey etc.).  However, what dance offers over all these other disciplines, is the integration of imagery, music, rhythm, vocalization, small and large muscle movement, patterning, brain integration and development, AND dance skills.  From dance skills we also develop social skills, team work, orientation in space, performance qualities, poise, confidence, coordination, presentation etc.  
Give your child the best in their formative years.  TAP dancing is a fabulous way to develop your child’s passion for learning. Then, add other styles to this as they grow and become passionate about the arts.  If they move on to other sports etc., be confident in your choice to give them the best learning opportunities at a young age that they can celebrate as they grow and learn.  And, when they become an older adult, those patterns will continue to be of considerable use to keep memory and movement strong.  As a grandparent, they will be even more thankful for this as they strive to keep up with their grandkids!
